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Highly effective partnership working to develop programmes which improve the personal and social skills of offenders with complex barriers to learning who have been released on licence into approved premises.
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‘We recognised that we were not fully meeting the wide and complex needs of offenders who are released into our approved premises on licence after serving long sentences in prison. Courses that were provided in approved premises by our education provider were not linked to the work being carried out by our probation staff. Offenders were resentful of attending any type of group work and found that some of the work being done was duplicated. College staff were concerned with helping to support offenders’ learning needs, whereas probation staff were concerned with their sentence plan and assessing risk, identifying when an offender could safely rejoin the community. Offenders need the same personal and social development skills to benefit from a learning session as they do to deal with everyday social situations in the community. So we strengthened an existing partnership with The Manchester College to develop a programme that had a specialist approach both to meet educational needs and to address offending behaviour and reduce risk. As this programme became established it helped us make a big step forward in meeting the needs of this complex group. Our objective is to help offenders become more independent, to be able to reintegrate into the community and gain the maximum benefits from the opportunities we provide for learning. Improving their employment prospects and reducing re-offending is a key objective.’
Robbie Williams, Approved Premises Manager 
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Many offenders who have been released on licence into approved premises have served long sentences and find it difficult to adapt to a less structured environment. Most have complex barriers to learning and are hostile to engaging in learning activities. Offenders need to learn to adapt to life outside prison, developing the social and personal skills they need to reintegrate into the community successfully. The Purposeful Activity Regime in Approved Premises, which includes interactive courses such as ‘First Weeks Out’ is designed in partnership with the probation trust and the local college to provide the best opportunity for offenders to successfully re-engage with the community. Improving their employability through the learning opportunities that are available to them gives offenders a real chance of not returning to a life of crime, but making meaningful, lasting and positive changes in life. Probation and Ofsted inspectors, working together, commented favourably on the partnership in their recent report. 

Joint working for a common purpose
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‘First Weeks Out’ consists of eight sessions with a specific theme for each session. Sian Davies-Sheldon, Offender Learning and Skills Service Manager at The Manchester College, explains: ‘We needed to develop a programme that was flexible enough to respond to individual need, provided opportunities for offenders’ work to be formally accredited and helped offenders to develop skills that could be used in practical situations to help them progress. We needed to be realistic in what they could achieve in the time they would spend in approved premises. To deliver the programme successfully, we also needed to develop trust and a common understanding of shared objectives between tutors and probation staff.’ Rachel O’Dowd, one of the tutors on the course, explains how probation staff and tutors developed this shared understanding: ‘When we started to work jointly with probation staff, to look at what we could do to improve what we provided, and we quickly found that many of the activities we did to encourage the development of offenders’ personal skills were similar. We both needed offenders to have personal skills that would help them benefit from being able to work in groups and manage their emotions and behaviour – us on the basis of creating a positive learning environment, and probation to ensure that offenders could deal with social situations common to us all in the community.’ 

The sessions start shortly after an offender arrives at the approved premises. The course is co-presented by a tutor and a residential services officer who is employed by the trust. An induction session explains the aims and objectives and potential benefits to participants. It clearly explains the way that their skills development is used to gain qualifications and how this is linked to the steps that need to be taken to reduce the risk of re-offending. This initial session acknowledges the resistance and grievances that many offenders have. Individual support helps offenders to overcome some of these potential barriers to progression. Each of the eight sessions focuses on developing personal skills that they can use in a practical way. Dealing with change and managing their time are skills that all offenders recently released from custody need. Later sessions deal with assertiveness, confidence building, self-esteem, and dealing with stress and anger, all of which are explored in a non-threatening, positive way. Well-designed course materials and innovative use of information learning technology help engage offenders with some difficult subject areas. The final session of the course builds on the work from the earlier sessions, bringing together the skills that offenders have developed in a practical way by making a series of collective decisions about how the community of the approved premises should in their view function and be regulated. 
All participants negotiate targets for progress, which are reviewed regularly. Individual progress reviews focus on what needs to be achieved and the progress that has been made. A second programme of study entitled ‘Stepping Up’ has been developed to build on the skills developed in ‘First Weeks Out’. Sessions focus on further development of communication and other social skills. Topics include dealing with prejudices and diversity, conflict and working with others. Robbie Williams sums up the partnership’s approach: ‘Working on feelings of low self-esteem, anger and frustration is our first priority. Then we provide coping strategies for offenders to help them progress and develop the personal skills they need.’

Rachel O’Dowd expands on the benefits of the programme: ‘Once offenders have completed the ‘‘First Weeks Out’’ programme they are more engaged with the other courses we have available. And offenders really value having their course accredited. They are able to gain a formal qualification from the National Open College Network which helps to improve their confidence and self-esteem. Much of the work they did prior to the introduction of this programme went unrecognised. The co-presented sessions create a positive learning environment where offenders gain confidence in talking about some of the barriers they have to learning. They learn personal skills, how to work in a group, acceptable standards of behaviour, and how to express themselves in a way which is not seen as threatening. Their communication skills develop so much – offenders who lack confidence at first start to realise that their opinion is valued, and gain the confidence to speak out.’ Offenders are also conscious of the benefits of the programme. One said, ‘As we move through the course we start to develop as a group. I feel more confident at working with other people and I have now started to think about what else I could do. If I can get more qualifications it will help me get a job.’

Managers from the probation trust are also pleased with the results. Nicola Cusick, Residential Services Officer, said: ‘The relationship we have with the college tutors is really positive. We have developed a high level of trust and we both understand what our objectives are. Tutors have helped us structure the content of what we needed to do to incorporate activities into a single programme. Offenders have a much clearer understanding of how they will progress and the way the programme is structured.’ Angie Buckley, Assistant Chief Executive, identifies other clear benefits and sees the opportunity for further joint working in the future: ‘The benefits to the staff are high – each has a better understanding of what needs to be done to help offenders progress.’

A good indicator of how successful the programme has been at changing the way in which offenders approach different situations is the number of offenders who have breached their licence and are recalled to prison. Far fewer are being taken back into custody and there has been an increase in the number of offenders who successfully progress from approved premises to release. 
What next?

The partners are constantly looking for opportunities to work together on projects to benefit offenders. Angie Buckley says: ‘Our next plan is to develop the programme further to use in prisons. The ideal situation would be where offenders were prepared for release on licence into approved premises while still in custody. Starting the groundwork before they arrive would prepare them better for the challenges that they face. The quicker we can address the problems that they experience early on, the faster and more likely it is they will progress in a positive way, taking the maximum benefit from what we can provide.’ Sian Davies-Sheldon adds her support: ‘Our joint partnership working has enabled us to explore ways to further extend the personal development programmes we have. We have already started to think about how the programme could be adapted for use in prisons. Preparing those offenders due to be released on licence for what they can achieve while in approved premises would improve their overall chance of success. With an increased focus on helping offenders develop the personal skills they will need to improve their life skills and employment prospects, this would be a real move forward in helping to reduce reoffending.’
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Greater Manchester Probation Trust  is one of the largest of the 35 Probation Trusts across England and Wales with a budget of £46.6 m. The trust covers a population of around 2.5 million people and 495 square miles within Greater Manchester, which includes 10 local authorities. Greater Manchester Probation Trust is a key employer currently employing around 1,300 staff at over 40 sites across the area to provide services to manage offenders and deliver interventions. It is divided into nine local delivery units and provides accommodation for offenders on licence in seven approved premises; six for men (including a specialist one for mentally disordered offenders) and one for women. Three prisons are located in the area – HMP Manchester, HMP Buckley Hall and HMP Forest Bank. The trust supervises around 16,500 offenders at any one time.
Partnership working to develop a programme to benefit offenders released on licence: Greater Manchester Probation Trust
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Overview – the provider’s message





 





The good practice in detail





 





Sian Sheldon-Davies





�I feel more confident at working with other people and I have now started to think about what else I could do. If I can get more qualifications it will help me get a job.��








Provider background





 





Are you thinking of putting these ideas into practice; or already doing something similar that could help other providers; or just interested? We'd welcome your views and ideas. Get in touch � HYPERLINK "https://www.surveymonkey.com/s/ofstedgoodpractice" �here�.


To view other good practice examples, go to: � HYPERLINK "http://www.ofsted.gov.uk/resources/goodpractice" �www.ofsted.gov.uk/resources/goodpractice�
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Greater Manchester Probation Trust
Good practice example: Learning and skills


